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Mystery

1

I

f your mind and heart are open, every question you’ll ever
ask about God will end in follow-up questions and deeper
mystery. You may discover a satisfactory answer to your
initial query, but that answer itself will generate a new question. Maybe you’ll adequately answer that one, but sooner or
later you’ll be left to wonder.
Look, I’ll show you.
“Is our world eternal or did it have a beginning?”
“It must have had a beginning.”
“Then how did the world begin?
“God made it.”
“Okay, then who made God?”
That was quick. Let’s try another.
“Why is there evil in the world?”
“Because God gave us freedom.”
“Why did he give us freedom?”
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“Because without freedom we can’t love.”
“Alright, but why didn’t God make us like the unfallen
angels, with a freedom that always chooses love?”
“I don’t know.”
How easily we get stuck whenever we talk about God!
If you ever think you have come to the end, if you dust off
your hands and say, “That’s it, I get it now, I have no further
questions,” then you can be sure, as Karl Barth said about the
theological liberalism of Friedrich Schleiermacher, you’ve
not been talking about God at all, but just about yourself in
a really loud voice (see Torrance, p. 46).

Asking Big Questions

So Rob Bell rightly begins Love Wins with a series of big questions. Jesus is an immense God and the Bible is a spacious
book, so there is bound to be a rather large remainder every
time we do our theological division. And Bell wastes no time
pointing out the leftover bits and pieces that don’t easily fit
into our tidy theological systems. Why would a loving God
send anyone to hell forever? Why wouldn’t God eventually
soften up and save them?
And what determines who ends up in heaven or hell? Is
it a special prayer we say, good works we do, or the kind of
person we are? If the answer is what many churches have traditionally believed—that people escape hell and go to heaven
by repenting of their sin and believing in Jesus—then is the
difference an accident of birth? Most children born in West
Michigan, where Bell’s church is located and where I live,
are privileged to grow up with a knowledge of Jesus, while
Muslim children in the Middle East must wait for Christians
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to tell them the gospel. But what if the missionary’s car has a
flat tire? Will these Muslims go to hell because of a cheap tire?
And what if the missionary whose car makes it through
is a Mormon, a Jehovah’s Witness, or worse to some folks, a
Republican? Their Jesus differs significantly from the orthodox
Christian view. Will “converted” Muslims still go to hell for
believing in the wrong Jesus?
The questions don’t end for evangelicals like me who,
despite our conservative voting records, remain reasonably
confident that we believe in the real Jesus. What about our
children who die before they are able to express their faith in
our Lord? Many Christian parents take comfort in knowing
that their deceased children had not yet reached the “age of
accountability,” when God begins to hold humans accountable for their moral choices. But as Bell observes (p. 4), such
accountability language comes with its own set of problems.
If it is true that all children who die before a certain age go
to heaven, then why wouldn’t loving parents kill their infants
rather than risk losing them to eternal hell? Why wouldn’t they
sneak into Muslim countries and kill other people’s children?
Christians might coldly reason: “Sure, losing your child may
hurt now, but we’re actually doing you a favor, trading in this
short life span so your child can live forever.”
Perhaps this is why the so-called age of accountability is
not expressly taught in Scripture. We have reason to think that
God takes the children of believers to be with him, for the
apostle Paul declares that the children of a believing parent
“are holy” or special to him (1 Cor. 7:14). But God could not
unequivocally tell us that all infants—or even all infants of
Christian parents—automatically go to heaven without giving
well-meaning parents a logical but terrible reason to destroy
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their own children. So we don’t have an ironclad promise from
God, and I suspect I know why. When our children die, we
take comfort that they are holy to God, and we entrust them to
the care of our Father, who loves them even more than we do.
My point is that Bell’s big questions are not new. We all
have pondered these problems at one time or another, and
we are bound to do so again, whenever the events of our lives
demand that we ask them. We are comforted by our prayer that
our deceased child is alive with God, but we still wonder why
God let our child pass away. One question seemingly solved.
Another one raised. So it goes for all of us in this life of faith.

Asking Assertive Questions

Besides such enduring questions, however, Bell’s opening
chapter raises many questions that few evangelicals are struggling to answer. In my view, these additional questions don’t
drive us deeper into the mystery of God. Instead they seem
to raise doubts about the evangelical view of salvation. Bell
understands that his perspective on hell and salvation pushes
the envelope in the evangelical world, and that many people
will dismiss his ideas out of hand unless he gives them a compelling reason to stop and listen. So his first chapter attempts
to shake readers—at least evangelical readers—out of their
complacency by poking holes in their traditional view. If he
can persuade us that our standard line, “Believe in the Lord
Jesus, and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31), is a facile misreading of Scripture, then perhaps we’ll be open to what he says
about hell and salvation.
Bell’s main strategy is to point out the many, seemingly
different ways that people expressed their faith in the Bible.
To use two of his examples (pp. 12–14), the thief on the cross
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asked Jesus, “Remember me when you come into your kingdom” (Luke 23:42), and Zacchaeus promised to “pay back four
times the amount” he had stolen (Luke 19:8). But this doesn’t
mean that the thief was saved by what he said and Zacchaeus
by what he planned to do. The thief ’s words and Zacchaeus’s
actions both sprung from the same act of regeneration. They
were born again, and they expressed their new life in word
and deed. It’s not nearly as complicated as Bell makes it.
Bell pushes on, arguing that Jesus forgave the sins of a
paralyzed man because of the faith of his friends, who lowered
him through the ceiling to Jesus. Bell cites Mark 2:5—“When
Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘Son, your sins
are forgiven’”—and then asks if it’s true that we can be saved
by the faith of our friends (p. 15). A simple response is that
the term “their” likely includes the paralytic himself, who at
any rate was apparently in on the idea. It would be difficult
to hoist a grown man onto the top of a house and through
the roof if he didn’t agree to be carried. If the paralyzed man
didn’t believe that Jesus could heal him, he simply wouldn’t
have been there. So while his friends demonstrated faith by
their actions, the paralyzed man likely also had faith in Jesus,
which is why Jesus responded to him with “Son, your sins
are forgiven.”
Bell’s subsequent questions seem odd and off topic. He
cites 1 Corinthians 7:15–16, which urges Christians to stay
with their unbelieving spouse, for “How do you know, wife,
whether you will save your husband? Or, how do you know,
husband, whether you will save your wife?” Bell also notes
that 1 Timothy 2:15 declares that “women will be saved through
childbearing.” Then he asks, Does salvation depend on “who
you’re married to, or whether you give birth to children?” (p.
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15). I’ve spent my entire life in evangelical churches, and I
haven’t met anyone who thought that marriage or pregnancy
might be their ticket to heaven. We know that Paul was not
telling his readers to ride their spouse’s or child’s coattails into
heaven, but simply exhorting them to resist the false teachers
who disparaged marriage and childbearing.

Giving Incomplete Answers

Since Bell is explaining the way that Scripture says we are
saved, I wonder why he didn’t replace the obscure marriage
and childbirth texts with the many passages that directly
address his question. Why didn’t he include the Philippian
jailer’s question to Paul and Silas, “Sirs, what must I do to be
saved?” and their clear response—“Believe in the Lord Jesus,
and you will be saved” (Acts 16:30–31; italics added)?
Bell’s first chapter references Romans 10 (p. 9), but omits
the very verse from that Bible chapter which answers Bell’s
own question. Paul declares in Romans 10:9, “If you confess
with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart
that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (italics added). Note that Paul says we are saved when we believe
and confess, so he would have dismissed Bell’s false choice:
“Is it what you say, or who you are, or what you do…?” (p. 16).
Paul would simply declare that when you are a new creation
in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17), then you will joyfully say “Jesus is Lord”
and strive to do good works which demonstrate the Lord’s
authority. You wouldn’t know it from reading Bell’s opening
chapter, but Scripture really is that straightforward.
Bell writes an entire chapter on Scripture’s supposed confusion on salvation, but omits the Bible’s most famous verse
on the subject. Jesus says as clearly as possible that “whoever
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believes in [God’s only Son] shall not perish but have eternal
life” (John 3:16; italics added). And two verses later, Jesus
becomes uncomfortably specific about what happens to those
who don’t believe, declaring that “whoever does not believe
stands condemned already because he has not believed in the
name of God’s one and only Son” (John 3:18; italics added).
Bell also ignores Peter’s promise to the Gentile Cornelius, “All the prophets testify about [Jesus] that everyone who
believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name”
(Acts 10:43). And he overlooks Jesus’ statement, “The work
of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent” (John 6:29).
Such texts are critically important to address when asking the
tough questions about the Bible’s views of salvation.

Is Belief Enough?

Bell concludes chapter one with a preemptive counterstrike
against those who might raise these salvation passages. He
suggests that we aren’t saved by believing in Jesus, for even
demons believe there is a God and that Jesus is his Son (James
2:19; Matt. 8:28–29). Since demons aren’t saved, why should
we think that salvation comes by believing in Jesus (p. 18)?
The evangelical answer is fairly simple. Both we humans and
Scripture use “belief ” in two, importantly different senses.
In the weak sense, belief means “intellectual assent,” such
as when I say, “I believe that exercise is good for me.” In the
strong sense, belief means “hearty trust” or “commitment.” I
display this belief only when I act on what I know, such as
when I get off the couch and go for a jog.
Demons believe in Jesus only in the weak sense. They
know that Jesus is God, but they refuse to commit themselves
to him. We know this because they are demons, and as such
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they lack the good works which demonstrate true faith. Thus,
the unfaithful “belief ” of demons does not disqualify the
numerous Scripture passages which claim we are saved by
repenting of our sin and believing in Jesus.
Finally, Bell raises a theological problem with the idea of
believing in Jesus. He asks how evangelicals can say they are
saved by grace if they must do something—namely believe in
Jesus—to receive this grace. He writes that if God requires us
to believe in Jesus, and since belief is something we must do,
then we aren’t really saved by God’s grace, but rather by our
own act of faith which merits our forgiveness (p. 11).
Actually, evangelicals hold that faith is an open hand, a
passive receiving of God’s precious gift to anyone who accepts
it. As a child must reach out to receive his Christmas present,
but earns no credit for taking it, so we must gratefully accept
God’s gift of salvation. No child thinks they earned their
present because they took it—and no Christian thinks they
earned their salvation because they put their faith in Christ.

What about Evil?

I began this chapter with the observation that because we are
finite, every quest to understand our infinite God will end
in unresolved mysteries. We shouldn’t run from tension or
paradox in our knowledge of God; rather, we should accept
our intellectual limitations as a sign that we are in the right
neighborhood. If you sense that as you answer your theological question your reach exceeds your grasp, there is a good
chance that you are talking about God.
Besides the doctrine of God, a second area that will always
end in mystery is any question that is connected to the fall
(Adam and Eve’s disobedience, and fall into sin). How could
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a person’s morally good will—a will created by God—turn
bad? Why would an all-powerful and all-loving God even
allow it? Why doesn’t God step in and stop the suffering
caused by human sin? Even more troubling, why doesn’t he
empty hell and free everyone? We don’t know. The fall and
its consequences are like a misshaped jigsaw puzzle piece. No
matter how hard we twist and cram, we can’t fit its angular
and grotesque form into our picture of God.
It’s not supposed to fit, because it’s the fall. The fall is evil,
and for that reason it should never make sense. As Cornelius
Plantinga Jr. explains in his breviary of sin, the fall and its
devastating effects are simply “not the way it’s supposed to
be.” The fall and its consequences are damnable, tragic, and
out of sync with what even our human hearts tell us a life of
love, joy, and peace should be like. If we could ever wrap our
minds around evil and declare, “I get it now! I understand why
the fall occurred and why God allows everlasting torment in
hell,” we would only prove that we are no longer talking about
evil. We would be chattering about a weak, domesticated evil,
a superficial evil that makes sense only because of our foolish
belief that if we can somehow identify it, understand it, and
limit it we can then deal with it—apart from God.
Richard Muller once told my seminary class that when
it comes to the problem of evil—If God is all-powerful and
all-good, why is there evil?—we must choose whether we
are going to have a God problem or an evil problem. It’s
tempting to loosen up one of God’s perfections—usually his
power—to explain the existence of evil. Many people say
that God does not want evil but he risked it when he granted
us freedom. There is truth in this—God does not desire evil
and we are genuinely free—but the situation is undoubtedly
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more complex. If we solve the problem of evil by saying the
omnipotent God cannot guarantee what his creatures freely
choose, then we have saddled ourselves with an even larger
God problem. Better to believe that God is all-powerful and
all-loving and wrestle with evil than to weaken one aspect of
God to make room for evil.

Is Your God Too Small?

Bell’s book seems to fall into this trap, for it begins with a rhetorically powerful story that uses the existence of evil in order
to construct a one-dimensional view of God. Bell explains that
an art show at his church had included a work which used
a quote from Mahatma Gandhi. During the show, someone
attached a note to the Gandhi piece which said, “Reality check:
He’s in hell” (p. 1).
Bell responds:
Really?
Gandhi’s in hell?
He is?
We have confirmation of this?
Somebody knows this?
Without a doubt?
And that somebody decided to take on the responsibility
of letting the rest of us know? (pp. 1–2)

Bell further explains that a God who sends people like
Gandhi to hell could hardly be considered loving. This is how
Bell put it in his promotional video for Love Wins:
Will only a few select people make it to heaven? And will
billions and billions of people burn forever in hell? And
14
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if that’s the case, how do you become one of the few? Is it
what you believe or what you say or what you do or who
you know or something that happens in your heart? Or
do you need to be initiated or baptized or take a class or
converted or being born again? [sic]. How does one become
one of these few?
And then there is the question behind the questions. The
real question [is]: “What is God like?” Because millions and
millions of people were taught that the primary message,
the center of the gospel of Jesus, is that God is going to
send you to hell unless you believe in Jesus. And so what
gets subtly sort of caught and taught is that Jesus rescues
you from God. But what kind of God is that, that we would
need to be rescued from this God? How could that God
ever be good? How could that God ever be trusted? And
how could that ever be good news?
This is why lots of people want nothing to do with the
Christian faith. They see it as an endless list of absurdities
and inconsistencies and they say, “Why would I ever want
to be a part of that?” See, what we believe about heaven
and hell is incredibly important because it exposes what
we believe about who God is and what God is like. What
you discover in the Bible is so surprising, unexpected, and
beautiful, that whatever we’ve been told and been taught,
the good news is actually better than that, better than we
could ever imagine.
The good news is that love wins. (vimeo.com/20272585)

My colleague Jeremy Grinnell thought that a similarly
moving argument could be made from the other direction, so
he wrote a brief piece to illustrate how that might go. Grinnell
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is not defending this equally lopsided view of God, but simply
trying to show that Bell’s story describes only one aspect of
the multilayered character of God. Grinnell wrote,
Several years ago I was touring a holocaust museum, and I
was deeply moved by the images of suffering and inhuman
brutality that I saw there. Near the end of the tour on the
wall was a picture of Hitler standing in front of the Eiffel
Tower in Paris. I and many who were with me were struck
by the idea of Hitler enjoying the beauties of Paris while at
the same moment one of the greatest genocides the world
has ever known was being carried out on his orders.
But apparently not everyone saw it exactly the same
way, for somebody had attached a handwritten note to the
picture, and on the note they had written, “It’s okay because
God forgave Hitler too.”
God forgave Hitler? He did? And someone knows this
for sure? And felt the need for the rest of us to know? Do
the most evil and unrepentant people in history, remaining
what they are, still make it to heaven?
And then there’s the question behind the question. The
real question is, “What is God like?” Because millions and
millions were taught that the primary message of the gospel
of Jesus Christ is that God is willing to forgive everybody
no matter who they are or what evils they’ve committed
against the rest of us. So what gets subtly sort of caught
and taught is that God is willing to forgive the perpetrators
of evil, regardless of whether or not their victims ever see
justice. That God is willing to let all things slide. Everything.
But what kind of God is that? Can a God so uninterested in
justice be good? How can that God ever be trusted? How
could that ever be good news?
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This is why lots of people want nothing to do with the
Christian faith. They see it as an endless list of absurdities
and inconsistencies, and say, “Why would I ever want to
be a part of that?”
See, what we believe about heaven and hell is incredibly important because it exposes what we believe about
who God is and what God is like. What you discover in
the Bible is so surprising, and unexpected, and beautiful,
that whatever we’ve been told or taught, the good news is
even better than that, better than we can ever imagine. It
means pure and perfect justice, no wrong accusations, no
punishments that don’t fit the crime, no hidden motives, no
unaccounted pains or sorrows, but overflowing compensation for anyone who’s ever been hurt or betrayed.
The good news is that God’s “justice wins.”

The takeaway from these dueling stories is that in order to
even begin to understand God we need full and equal parts
of divine love and divine justice. God is love (1 John 4:8) and
God is holy (1 Peter 1:16). He is neither more loving than he
is holy, nor more holy than loving. God’s love is holy, and his
holiness is love. He is holy love and loving holiness.
Love and holiness are not competing perfections, but
opposite ends of a continuum (as perceived by our finite
minds) that reinforce one other. Each perfection needs the
other to be what it is. Love without holiness becomes a squishy
sentimentality, and holiness without love becomes an unholy
focus on keeping the rules. Holiness isn’t holy if it’s not loving,
and love isn’t love if it’s not holy. Chapter nine will explain how,
despite Bell’s emphasis on God’s love, his diminished view of
God’s holiness sells short God’s love, leaving us with a God
who is neither entirely holy nor entirely loving.
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Bell would have done better to follow the example of the
apostle Paul, who raised the question of hell in Romans 9–11.
Paul pondered how a loving and just God could save Jacob
but not Esau, and after wrestling with the issue he concluded
that he could only bow before the mystery of God. God is
both loving and just, though he could not explain how. Paul
simply worshiped: “Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom
and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and
his paths beyond tracing out!” (Rom. 11:33).

Conclusion

I will suggest throughout this book that Bell’s one-dimensional
God lacks the greater, more mysterious transcendence of the
Christian God. Bell’s view of God too often reads like a soupedup version of us—a God made more in our image than we in
his. Is Bell really talking about the biblical God, or just about
ourselves in a really loud voice?
Bell concludes his opening chapter by noting that even
though we start our pursuit of God with mystery, it isn’t
enough to stay there: “But this isn’t a book of questions. It’s a
book of responses to these questions.” I couldn’t agree more.
It’s not enough to wallow in our questions; we need answers.
And so, with Bell, we turn to God’s revelation.
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